Companies realise that the ruthless depletion of natural resources and the exploitation of communities in which they operate and through which they generate their revenues will result in negative sentiment with their shareholders that may even lead to their demise (Esty & Winston 2009:33). To mitigate these impacts, companies implement sustainability initiatives and communicate these initiatives through sustainability reporting (SR) (Searcy & Elkhawas 2012:79).
Introduction
The concept of sustainable development has evolved over time but it is not since 1987, after the release of the Bruntland Commissions report (1987) on sustainable development, that companies have really started embedding the concept into how they operate, strategise and communicate within their markets. The financial crisis of 2008 has led to a shift in how companies operate. One of these shifts has been to focus not only on profit, but more consideration has been given to the environment and society. Dimitrov and Davey (2011:86) state that despite the benefits that companies accrue from business transactions, such as technological and economic progress, companies are faced with increasing criticism for creating social and environmental problems. These three aspects are also referred to as the triple-bottom line -triple-bottom line represents social, economic and environmental concerns. Sometimes, triple-bottom line is also known as the three 'P's': people, planet and profit. Companies can no longer only focus on achieving financial gains without taking into consideration the effects this has on the environment and the people (Brundtland 1987) .
Companies are motivated to tract social development initiatives for the following seven reasons: (1) an enhanced ability to track progress against set targets and objectives, (2) developing greater awareness of broad environmental issues, (3) ensuring that through compliance and governance a company's license to operate is maintained, (4) their reputation is enhanced, (5) cost efficiencies are identified, (6) staff morale is improved and (7) all-round credibility from greater transparency is enhanced (Searcy & Elkhawas 2012:80) . Dimitrov and Davey (2011:86) state that the full consequences of conducting business have not been reflected in the financial statements as companies have been able to measure their profit success by excluding the bulk of transactional costs from social and environmental aspects. The limitations of the existing financial reporting frameworks for reporting environmental and social transactions are poorly understood, inadequately identified and not reported within a consistent framework, if reported at all, according to Dimitrov and Davey (2011:86) .
The concept of sustainable development and sustainability may sometimes be misunderstood and ill-defined. This misunderstanding and confusion may be because of the numerous definitions of sustainability that can be found (Sutton 2004:1) . The most commonly accepted meaning of sustainable development is the one proposed by the 1987 Brundtlund Report: 'Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable -to ensure that it meets needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs' (Brundtlund 1987:8) .
Since the implementation of the King Commission's Code for Corporate Governance, SR has become mandatory in financial reports in South Africa. The financial performance (FP) and financial position of the company for any given financial year are measured by analysing the company's financial statements and these statements are prepared in accordance with International Financial Reporting Standards. The inclusion of sustainability in a company's financial reports indicates why it is important for companies to not only report on their finances but also on the effect of their business on the environment and the society. In 2011, the third revision of the 'King Code on Corporate Governance' stipulated that SR must be viewed as an integral part of a company's financial statements (Walker & Meiring 2010) . A company is required to report its intentions to improve the livelihood of communities and to reduce the negative effects that its operations my cause (PriceWaterhouse Coopers 2009:8) . The King III code focuses on the importance of a company to disclose in its annual financial reports, both positive and negative effects that its operations may have on its stakeholders and environments in which it resides.
Taking into consideration companies' sustainability goals to not only create economic value and provide goods and services that enhance the standard of living but also engage actively in mitigating the different environmental and social problems they cause through their activities, the research study was based on an international research project conducted to determine if companies that proactively manage sustainability initiatives will deliver improved FP.
The article aims to discuss the relationship between proactive sustainable development initiatives and improved company FP of South African listed companies.
Although the concept of sustainable development has received extensive attention in South Africa, the relationship between sustainability performance and FP is excessively underexplored.
Why sustainable development?
According to the Sustainability Report, 2011, sustainable development highlights the importance of making decisions that recognise the connections between actions and effects on the environment, the economy and society; it is also about long-term thinking with respect to the kind of legacy that will be left to future generations. The Brundtland Report (1987) also acknowledges that short-term goals cannot be neglected in favour of preservation and protection; therefore, it did not advocate a halt in economic activity but stated that economic development cannot stop. The Brundtland Report (1987) advised that a course correction is required in order for economic development to fit within the planet's ecological and natural resource boundaries. The world's focus on the concept of sustainability development (SD) was to peak in 1992 when senior officials from 179 governments met at the UN Conference on Environment and Development, in Rio de Janeiro. The world's leaders had watched a series of potentially catastrophic events unfold across the globe including the leak of poisonous gas from a chemical plant at Bhopal, India; the Chernobyl disaster; the hole in the Antarctic ozone layer; leaking toxic chemical dumps; and growing fears regarding chemical contamination and conflicts over decreasing natural resources in the planet's forests and fisheries. The outcomes from these meetings included the finalisation of two international agreements, two statements of principles and a major action agenda on worldwide SD (Sustainability Report 2011). These events and agreements led to greater awareness across the globe of SD and responsible business practices; however, it was not until the King III Report on corporate governance that disclosure of risks to society and the environment became mandatory for the world's leading companies. This mandatory disclosure has now become commonly included in companies' SRs (Walker & Meiring 2010:1) .
Sustainability reporting
Sustainability Reporting (SR) has been defined as 'public reports by companies to provide internal and external stakeholders with a picture of the corporate position and activities on economic, environmental and social dimensions' (World Business Council for Sustainable Development 2002:8). The motivations for companies to track SD initiatives include an enhanced ability to track progress against set targets and objectives, to develop a greater awareness of broad environmental issues, ensuring that through compliance and governance a company's licence to operate is maintained, reputation enhancement, cost efficiencies identification, improved staff morale and, finally, improved all-round credibility from greater transparency (Searcy & Elkhawas 2012:80) .
There is no standard for SR and currently a number of different reports are used by companies to highlight the risks and benefits that business activities can have on the environments in which they operate. These reports have taken the form of environmental accounting, which looks primarily at the environmental impacts expressed predominantly in qualitative terms. Triple-Bottom Line Accounting incorporates not only environmental impacts but also separately introduces social impacts and economic impacts of the company's performance. Sustainability Accounting has as its main aim, an integration of environmental, social and economic impact and the interaction between them (Christofi, Christofi & Sisaye 2012:160) . SR is designed to allow companies to disclose good and bad impacts on society and the environment and when linked to financial reporting by association, it can inherit the defects of untruthfulness and incompleteness (Schaltegger & Burritt 2010:376) . There are many differences between Financial and SR that make the two reporting mechanisms difficult to combine; however, the importance of the two is undeniable and therefore accountants have begun to consider the option for new reporting models (Arras & Crowther 2009:283) . The overall advantage for these new reporting models is linked to cost advantages from (1) an integrated reporting and communications strategy; (2) the need for a balanced picture of both the good and the bad news; (3) the extension to include social and environmental information with financial information and (4) improved confidence in the leadership of the company (Global Reporting Initiative 2011:3). SR should not merely be public relations but should take into consideration the company's growth and competitiveness. However, if sustainability is incorporated in the company's goals, then what would be the metrics used to operationalise sustainability and how can these be communicated? The next two sections will give a brief overview of sustainability and FP indicators.
Sustainability performance indicators
Sustainable performance has been defined by Artiach et al. (2010:32) as 'the extent to which a firm embraces economic, environmental, social and governance factors into its operations and ultimately the impact they exert on the firm and society'.
In 2011, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) reported that 2304 SRs had incorporated the standardised GRI Framework for SD reporting into their SR. In 2013 the count had ballooned to 11 004 reports from 4967 companies (Global Reporting Initiative 2013). The GRI produces one of the world's most prevalent standards for SR, and in promoting the use of these standardised metrics, GRI seeks to make SR by all organisations as routine as, and comparable to, financial reporting (Global Reporting Initiative 2013) . The GRI's standard for SR is the international benchmark standard for corporate SR and is now the leading guideline for the reporting, control and measurement of sustainability performance with more than three quarters of the Global Fortune 250 companies using it. The use of GRI metrics by organisations is an indication of their commitment to SR and the philosophy that the triple-bottom line of social, environmental and economic impacts is gaining in varying degrees of importance (Hodgson & Burke 2011:27) . The GRI guidelines include 79 indicators for companies to report on their social, environmental and economic performance (Sarfaty 2013:1) . Table 1 contains the abridged GRI performance indicators.
To date though, no single measure that can be used across international borders and across industries has been formalised as the standard (Pinter, Hardi & Bartelmus 2005:6) .
The JSE Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) Index is the first sustainability index developed in the emerging market nations. It was launched in May 2004. The main motivation behind the establishment of the index was to meet the need for companies in emerging markets to demonstrate socially responsible behaviour and embrace the triple-bottom lines of environmental, economic and social sustainability (Sonnenberg & Hammann 2006) . The SRI has three broad objectives: (1) to highlight good corporate sustainability performance of companies listed on the JSE All Share Index, (2) to provide the basis for financial SRI products, and lastly (3) to satisfy the need for an accepted and objective method of measuring sustainability performance of listed companies. Sonnenberg and Hamman (2006:306) conducted an assessment of the success of the SRI in achieving its objectives during its first 2 years of existence. The means of assessing sustainability performance relies significantly on selfdisclosure in the company's SRs (Sonnenberg & Hamman 2006:306) . The SRI is based on a set of 70 criteria or indicators grouped into four all-encompassing categories: corporate In order to be included on the index, companies must answer a questionnaire designed, administered and analysed by a private sustainability consultancy and a minimum score must be achieved (Sonnenberg & Hamman 2006:309) . A limitation and aspect of the index that has brought some criticism from the various sectors is that company performance is based on information (mostly qualitative in nature) supplied by the companies in their SRs. In order to avoid skewing results in the indicators by overestimation of actual performance, Sonnenberg and Hamman (2006:310) call for the use of additional sources of independent information because this will encourage companies to go beyond a checklist exercise. Research conducted by Bartels, Iansen-Rogers and Kuszewski (2008:17) , Berthelot, Coulmont and Serret (2012:355) and Magness (2010:56) found that there is an interest in using the information contained in a company's SRs (in conjunction with financial reports) to guide investment decisions (Searcy and Elkhawas 2012:81) .
From this literature, the hypothesis formulated for this study is: There is a positive relationship between sustainable development and FP in South African Companies.
Financial performance indicators
Financial statements provide valuable information to financial analysts who assess the FP and position of companies. However, when making comparisons between two or more companies because of the differences in size, monetary value and industry to which the company may belong, financial ratios are better used to evaluate relative performance of the companies over time (Du Toit et al. 2010:57) . Forty-two standard financial ratios exist that are used to determine a companies' FP. These ratios can broadly be divided into four main categories, profitability, liquidity, solvency and efficiency. The financial ratios that are used to measure return on investment from its capital are known as profitability ratios (Du Toit et al. 2010:61) -amongst the most commonly used ratios are return on assets (ROAs), return on equity and return on shareholders' equity.
FP indicators are likely to lead investment analysts to make favourable assessments on the future performance of the company, which therefore should in turn lead to an increase in the value of the company's shares. To determine if companies which proactively pursue sustainability initiatives are better financial performers, it is essential to find a relationship between the identified FP indicators and higher sustainability performance (Ernst and Young 2012:27) .
The Link between sustainability and financial performance Salzmann et al. (2005:28) conducted research on whether sustainability performance is related to FP, from two broad perspectives, namely theoretical studies and empirical studies. The theoretical studies are grounded on frameworks that aim to explain the nature of the relationship between SD and FP. Empirical studies are based on two distinct approaches to the research: firstly, instrumental studies empirically test the hypothesis and secondly, descriptive studies gather qualitative information on how companies and managers approach SD initiatives. The theoretical studies highlighted by Salzmann et al. (2005:28) produced frameworks to explain the relationship between SD and FP and the difference between the frameworks lies in the hypothesised causal sequence and direction of the relationship. Table 2 shows the frameworks developed by various authors on the relationship between SD and FP and also provides the actual hypotheses and descriptions of what was attempted to be tested.
The research of Salzmann et al. (2005:29) aimed to test the relationship between SD and FP (shown in Table 2 ) using research design paths, namely case studies (through success stories and interviews) and quantitative studies (through portfolio analysis, event studies and multivariate analyses). The qualitative approach had some weaknesses as the evidence is not 'hard enough' and also not comparable as often related to specific characteristics of a single industry (Salzmann et al. 2005:29) . This research study followed the quantitative route as carried out by Montabon, Scroufe and Narashiman (2007) (more about this methodology will be dealt with in the Research Methodology section). Salzmann et al. (2005:30) state that the prior research reviewed (before Montabon et al. (2007) added to the body of knowledge) was largely inconclusive on whether a relationship between SD and FP exists. The reasons for the inconclusive results were identified as (1) use of a wide variety of measures for performance on SD, (2) lack of studies to test definitions and concepts of SD, (3) lack of significance testing and control of interaction with multiple variables, (4) inadequate sampling techniques and lastly (5) use of a wide variety of FP measures. Salzmann et al. (2005:30) conclude by stating that the SD-FP relationship is complex and contingent on situational factors and company-and plant-specific factors, and for this reason, the direction of causality between SD and FP remains unresolved. The research design and approach taken by Montabon et al. (2007) resolves the issues detected in the previous studies as highlighted by Salzmann et al. (2005:30) , and for this reason, our study will replicate the research methodology and design of the Montabon et al. (2007) study.
Research methodology
Our research study replicates the research design and methodology of Montabon et al. (2007) titled 'An examination of corporate reporting, environmental management practices and company performance' within the South African context. The study will extend the research of Montabon et al. (2007) by including the social factor of the triple-bottom line. Permission to replicate the study has been granted.
The research was designed as a formal study that consisted of a literature review and an empirical study. The time dimension of the research was cross-sectional and followed a mixed method approach. The research study aimed to determine whether a relationship between sustainable development initiatives and improved company FP exists. This implies that a base measurement of FP must be found and improvements against this base in subsequent measures ascertained. This research study followed a philosophical paradigm that is positivistic and interpretive in nature, because the study assessed the level of involvement that companies have in the identified sustainability initiatives.
The population was all companies that were listed on the JSE between 2012 and 2013. The parameter of interest of the study was sustainable development performance (as derived from the SRs) and FP (as derived from the financial reports), which can be found in the annual reports of the listed companies.
The data collection had three steps. Firstly, a systematic random selection of 45 listed companies on the JSE was carried out. The Financial Mail was used to identify 45 listed companies that published their annual reports in the Financial Mail. The 45 companies were chosen to be in-line with the study of Montabon et al. (2007) , who had also used 45 companies, from various industries in their study. The industry to which these companies belong was not important; therefore, there were no representative sample from each industry. Montabon et al. (2007 Montabon et al. ( :1006 were carried out by using quantitative content analysis of the SR's. This resulted in the extension of the Montabon et al. (2007 Montabon et al. ( :1012 Montabon et al. ( -1013 ) rating sheet to include the social upliftment initiatives of enterprise development, corporate social investment and transformation. The rating was performed by two raters with experience in the field of sustainability. Raters used the list of definitions for each SD initiative as compiled by Montabon et al. (2007 Montabon et al. ( :1010 Montabon et al. ( -1011 and the rating sheet (Annexure A) to do the ratings. Each company's sustainable development performance was rated by giving a score on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicates low intensity of involvement and 5 indicates high intensity of involvement in the specific initiative. The list of definitions (Montabon et al. 2007 (Montabon et al. :1012 (Montabon et al. -1013 ) also gave guidelines to assist with determining the level of involvement. This enabled the raters to allocate a score. The researcher and the rater used coding sheets and captured the ratings in a database. The ratings were carried out independently − each rater independently assigned a value to each sustainable development initiative. The scores for each company on the sustainable development initiatives formed the independent variables (IV). The dependent variables (DVs) were measures of FP, namely revenue growth, return on investment, ROAs and product or process innovations.
Interrater reliability
Interrater reliability is required to ensure that the data that have been gathered are robust enough to withstand the statistical analysis used to test the correlation. Interrater reliability is primarily performed whereby the aim is to test whether the ratings for the DVs gathered by the two raters are in agreement or are correlated with each other for each company forming part of the sample.
To test interrater reliability, hypothesis testing was used. The results of the interrater reliability test are presented in Table 4 . The reliability of the scores for the IVs is not necessary as these scores were obtained by calculations directly from the financial results contained in the company's annual reports and are therefore not subject to differing interpretation. In order to convert the scores for the financial ratio calculations of ROI, ROA, Revenue Growth and Profit Growth into a level of involvement score on the 5-point Likert-type scale, the scores for the companies were standardised, with the highest score achieved being the upper limit of the scale and therefore being given the rating of 5. The lowest score on each ratio was given the score of 1 and all other scores then falling between these, the upper and lower limit, were rounded to no decimal places. Table 4 shows that all DVs selected as 'sig' have p-test statistics less than 0.05 ( p < 0.05), and therefore, the null hypothesis can be rejected and the alternate hypothesis accepted. Therefore, it can be concluded that the data gathered by the two raters are reliable. One can also use the intraclass correlation coefficient to assess how closely the scores of the two raters are correlated. Cronbach's alpha is used (refer to column 2 − 'Intraclass Correlation'); an alpha of 1 means that the two scores are exactly correlated and a one-to-one relationship exists. An acceptable level for Cronbach's alpha to assume reliability is 0.7 (Cortina 1993 : 100), the lowest alpha value for the selected DVs is 0.82 with the highest being 0.94. Hair et al. (1998:8) were used (these six stages will be dealt with in the Results section).
Test of normality

Results
As indicated previously, 45 companies, from various industries, were selected as sample for this study (refer to Table 3 ). Table 5 contains the descriptive statistics of mean, median, mode, standard deviation and minimum and maximum for the mean scores of the two raters. Table 6 shows that there are no missing data, and for all the measures of SD and FP, there is a wide range of levels of involvement for the companies within the sample.
From Table 6 the mean scores for the level of involvement for the variables lie mostly at the midpoint of the 5-point scale, the highest mean score is for Corporate Social Responsibility (3.47) and the lowest is for Environmental Awards (2.11). These scores may be because of Corporate Social Responsibility being an overarching term that can be used to group multiple SD initiatives, whilst Environmental Awards are quite specific. In addition to this, the development of awards from the environmental interest bodies may be less developed in South Africa in comparison to other markets in the world.
Canonical correlation analysis
Six stages according to Hair et al. (1998:7) were followed in the canonical correlation analysis.
Firstly, the objectives of the canonical correlation analysis were established (DVs and IVs). The IVs are the sustainable development initiatives and the DVs of the FP indicators (ROA, ROI, Revenue Growth, Product and Process Innovation). These FP indicators were selected to be in-line with the FP indicators selected by Montabon et al. (2007) .
Secondly, the canonical correlation analysis was designed.
To ensure that the statistical technique can be performed to attain answers to the research questions, a similar methodology as employed by Montabon et al. (2007 Montabon et al. ( :1005 was used. Montabon et al. (2007 Montabon et al. ( :1005 reduced the number of variables from 48 to 20 based on their own judgement (a priori). This is carried out (in addition to the sample requirements for the statistical analysis) to ensure that the specification of the variable sets was based on a strong conceptual foundation (Hair et al. 1998) . Table 7 shows the 20 DVs used on the South African companies.
This stepwise procedure is performed to eliminate variables and to ensure that the final analysis is closer to the recommended number of observations per variable (Hair et al. 1998:6) . The procedure that was used is as follows:
• 20 IVs were assumed to be significant and put into a group referred to as 'sig'. • The IV and DVs were entered into Canonical Correlation Analysis. • The IV found not to be significant were removed from the 'sig' and put into a group labelled 'non-sig'. • Steps two and three are repeated.
• The IVs in group 'non-sig' and DVs are entered into canonical correlation function. The significant IVs are removed from 'non-sig' and entered into 'sig'. • Steps two to five are repeated until there are no changes between 'non-sig' and 'sig'.
The final result of the stepwise analysis resulted in six IVs being significantly correlated with the four DVs (indicated with an asterisk (*) in Table 7 ).
For the third stage, assumptions of canonical correlation were made. The important underlying statistical assumptions of Canonical Correlation Analysis are linearity of the variables and the normality of the variables. According to Hair et al. (1998:6) p-value) is greater than the normal cut-off of 0.05 (Hair et al. 1998:8) . The results for the canonical functions are shown in Table 8 .
A p-value less than 0.05 ( p < 0.05) is deemed significant, and therefore, the first three canonical functions were significant.
Stage five interprets the canonical variates. For the first three functions (as these are significant), the canonical correlations can be interpreted by their Eigen values. The canonical correlation for the first (0.956), second (0.726) and third (0.608) function has high correlations. All these correlations are also positive, which means that if the IV scores increase, the scores of the DVs also increase. This therefore supports the hypothesis that there is a positive relationship between sustainable development performance and FP. Each of the IVs has differing degrees of correlation with the canonical variates; however, overall there is a positive relationship.
The final stage of the canonical correlation analysis is the validation of the analyses. The stepwise procedure employed has indicated that this validation of the IVs is not required because of the significance that has already been established (Hair et al. 1998:17) . 
Common significant sustainability intiatives
Different significant sustainability initiatives
Proactive waste reduction (2) † Communication (26) Remanufacturing ( Supply chain management (14) Waste reduction (45) Number in brackets refers to the number of sustainable initiatives on the rating sheet. †, Six IVs being significantly correlated with the four DVs.
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Discussion of results
This research supports the study by Porter and van der Linde (1995:98) , who found that the trade-off between sustainable business practices and competitiveness is not absolute. It was stated that in many instances, pressures to adopt sustainable development practices can lead to a 'win-win' situation when companies react positively and proactively to find new and innovative ways to adapt. The findings in this research confirm that product and process innovation can lead to improved FP, and therefore, 'innovation offsets' (as coined by Porter and van der Linde [1995] ), are evident in the South African companies that formed part of the sample. There is also a positive link between sustainable development performance and FP. It was found that six sustainable development initiatives that were included in the IV set are significant predictors of FP, namely proactive waste management, surveillance of the market, product development and innovations, long-term interest, spreading risk and customer perception.
Proactive Waste Management: This initiative measures the degree to which a company proactively reduces waste and/ or the elimination of waste before it is produced. The financial benefit for companies lies in the reduction of costs, which ultimately has an impact on profit.
Surveillance of the Market: This measure identified companies that look for opportunities in the market to select opportunities for environmentally and socially responsible practices in an attempt to identify future demand opportunities linked to environmentally friendly products and processes and thereby gain first entry benefits.
Product Development/Innovations: This initiative identifies companies that have been proactive in developing products that not only comply with regulations but are also environmentally friendly and reduce costs. This initiative is linked to the proposed innovation offsets by Porter and van der Linde (1995) that are included in the DV set. However, the initiative is a significant predictor of the dependent set as a whole and not only of the proposed innovation offsets.
Long-term interest: This initiative identifies companies that have explicitly stated in their sustainable development reports that the focus of their sustainable development practices are on long-term benefit to the environments and communities within which they operate, and these have been included in the strategic focus of the company. The long-term focus implies that the company is willing to forfeit short-term profits in the interest of long-term sustainable development.
Spreading Risk: This sustainable development initiative is common to companies which actively seek collaborative relationships with partners aimed at ensuring that the risk to the environment and communities is minimised and shared. This initiative can lead to companies which are risk averse to be more inclined to invest in sustainable development initiatives, and therefore, costs involved in the investment are also reduced. Companies that spread the risk also enlist the help of third parties to manage environmental risk.
Customer Perception: This initiative is linked to the corporate reputation management aspect of the sustainable development where benefits related to a customer's choice of which company's products or services to purchases is determined based on the perception of how the company gives back to the communities and environments where it operates. The reputational benefits can translate into increased sales and therefore improvement in the top line.
From the analysis it was evident that South African companies have a high focus on social upliftment initiatives aimed at improving Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment scores. This is a regulation that has been imposed on South African companies because of the need to correct the imbalances in wealth caused by segregation of the population by race and ethnicity. Whilst these initiatives were found to be widespread, the five elements of social upliftment included on the Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment scorecard and included in the IV set, were not found to be significant predictors of FP. It was also posed as to whether companies are bold enough to forfeit efficiency and short-term gains in favour of long-term altruistic actions that may provide the benefits they seek at an indefinite future date. It was found that companies that report that their sustainable development initiatives have a long-term focus produced better FP results than companies in the sample set who did not report this. This implies that companies that are forfeiting short-term efficiencies and gains in light of well-constructed strategic sustainable development initiatives are better financial performers.
The results of the research provide support that the business case for sustainable development does exist. It has been proven that high involvement and focus on specific sustainable development initiatives that are integrated into overall sustainable development strategies can deliver improved FP for the organisation and therefore deliver longterm value to its shareholders.
Conclusion and recommendations
Sustainable development is important for the well-being of the environment and humanity. Companies now actively pursue initiatives to enhance sustainability performance, ensuring that corporate reputation is improved. The aim of this study was to determine the relationship between sustainable development initiatives and company FP of South African listed companies. The results provide evidence that there is a business case (an alignment of social, environmental and social outcomes with FP, Hahn et al. 2015:21) for companies to focus on SD because it can translate into financial rewards.
It is recommended that South African companies take a proactive approach to sustainable development and openly disclose the actions taken to improve the environmental and societal aspects of the markets in which they operate. These disclosures will gain importance in the overall assessment of the financial health of the company.
It is recommended that the six aspects founded to be significantly correlated with improved FP be incorporated into the company's sustainable development strategy and that regulatory bodies and the South African government are engaged to assist in enhancement of the initiatives. The success of the sustainable development initiatives are not only to the company's benefit but also benefit the environment and societies of the home country and for this reason a collaborative effort will enhance success. The South African government's main focus is on the development of previously disadvantaged communities, and therefore, South African companies' sustainable development strategies should have people development as one of its core pillars.
Sustainable development is focused on the long-term and is based on the preservation and care for natural resources and humanity to ensure that future generations' needs are met. The South African market is an emerging market economy and the development of initiatives is not as advanced as markets in North America and Europe. However, South African companies are adopting the new international measures of sustainable development reporting, such as the GRI guidelines. The South African Stock Exchange has also established the SRI that has mimicked the DJSI and the FTSE4Good Index, and South African companies are ensuring that they satisfy the extensive criteria to gain membership to the index.
It is recommended that a longitudinal study is undertaken to draw comparisons between companies that are members of the sustainability indices and those that are not. As an alternative to this, how the companies that have gained membership and have improved their SR and measurement over time have performed on FP over the same period can be established. The longitudinal design may also ensure that research spans a period of both the upturn and downturn of the cyclical nature of market performance, and therefore, more clarity can be gained on the prioritisation of sustainability initiatives when profits and revenue or profit growth are under slightly higher pressure.
Lastly, it is also recommended that (as the study employed a similar research methodology as Montabon et al. 2007 ) a comparison is drawn between the two studies to determine how South African listed companies compare to North American listed companies.
The ultimate goal of sustainability is to ensure that future generations' needs are not compromised for short-term gain. This goal needs to be honoured to the benefit of not only South Africa but to all who live on this planet.
